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At a moment when a new crisis threatens Europe—a crisis including, among other factors, COVID-19, 
a faltering economy, immigration and Brexit—the European Union (EU) motto of ‘Europe united in 
diversity’ would appear progressively less attainable. This paper submits that the European ideal is 
still both desirable and possible through fostering of political unity at the constitutional (regime) level 
by using the notions of analogical state and analogical culture, and at the community level by enabling 
public sphere secularity and relational interculturalism. These concepts envisage the EU in a more 
flexible manner, in favour of policies enabling further European integration. 
Keywords: analogical culture, analogical state, EU, public sphere secularity, relational 
interculturalism 
On Tuesday 3 March 2020 Davide Sassoli, President of the European Parliament, 
made a statement following the European Commission’s announcement of measures 
to address COVID-19. Less than two minutes long, Sassoli’s statement nevertheless 
symbolised ‘things old and new’ in the history of European integration: 
Not since the end of the Second World War have we faced such a dramatic crisis. 
Today the European Union is taking action… This situation is so serious that no 
European government could think of responding alone. The package of 
measures put forward by the European Commission today to fight COVID-19 
goes in the right direction... The first priority is saving human lives. The other 
commitment is to protect jobs, businesses and the economy. To do this: enough 
with austerity. Countries are authorized to spend everything that is necessary to 
guarantee support for employees, self-employed workers, businesses, and 
banks… To save our countries, we must act together... Today the watchword for 
Europe is solidarity. No one will be left alone and no one will act alone. 
(European Parliament 2020).  
Such words and their deep implications would have been unthinkable only a few years 
ago, even as recently as during the Greek crisis (Irwin 2015). Yet, they were not out of 
 
1 I would like to thank Dr Kasia Williams and participants of the 2020 ESAANZ conference, as well as anonymous 
reviewers, for insightful comments and suggestions to an earlier version of this paper. 
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place. Not only did they correspond to the magnitude of the challenge posed by the new 
pandemic to Europe, but their historic reference to the catastrophe of the Second 
World War was accurate and legitimate, as that event provided the background for the 
beginning of European integration (Jiménez Lobeira 2014b:94-97). This realisation 
prompted discussion and even serious consideration of an economic recovery plan, 
‘Next Generation EU’, a coordinated, EU-level investment stimulus supported by all 
EU members (Verwey et al. 2020). The result was ‘a giant leap in fiscal integration’ 
(Politico 2020a) which conferred on the Commission extraordinary powers to borrow 
up to €750 on the capital markets on behalf of the Union (Council of Europe 2020:3).   
However, it is easier to talk about solidarity and unity than to bring them to practical 
outcomes. This article advances ways of visualising the EU fostering its cohesion in the 
face of the latest challenges Europe faces: COVID-19, a faltering economy, troubled 
migrant integration, and Brexit. The argument is organised into two sections. The first 
one considers the EU in its political form or ‘constitution’ (politeia). The second one 
regards its community of citizens (koinônia politikê). The common assumption 
running throughout both sections is that in order to stay together, the EU needs to 
envision itself in more flexible ways. The final part summarises this view and points to 
possible paths for further research derived from it. In terms of methodology, the 
concepts presented are set within a political theory approach in the sense aptly 
described by Dryzek et al. (2013) and following the outline sketched in Jiménez Lobeira 
(2010c). The methodology of analogical hermeneutics applied in this article to political 
analysis of the EU is elucidated in detail in Jiménez Lobeira (2015:6-19). 
The European Politeia 
Part of the difficulty in approaching any issue related to the EU is its political form, 
regime or ‘constitution’, what Aristotle referred to as politeia (Miller 2018). The 
problem becomes evident in the current circumstances: a ‘European’ response to the 
problems the EU faces is difficult because there is a difference between the EU polity 
and an ordinary state. As has been widely pointed out, the EU cannot be accurately 
described either as a state or as an international organisation: it constitutes a ‘paradox’ 
(Shaw and Wiener 2000). Since it is nearly impossible to categorically define what the 
EU is, some researchers have opted for indirect descriptions, by applying the medieval 
axiom ‘action follows being’ (Contreras Aguirre 2010) and thus deriving what the EU 
is from what it does (Ferrera & Giuliani 2008:22). Thus, as explained in the next 
section, the EU can be better defined in analogical terms (Bickerton 2015:204-207), 
i.e. as ‘a sort of state’, or ‘similar to a confederation’, but without being one. When the 
EU is seen in analogical terms, though, some categories that have been widely used in 
European studies must be recalibrated, for instance the perceived ‘democratic deficit’ 
that implicitly—if inaccurately—assumes the EU to be a state, as Shaw & Wiener have 
insightfully pointed out (2000:65).  
Analogical State 
The EU is not a state properly speaking, though it resembles one. In this sense, it could 
be called an ‘analogical state,’ meaning a polity that operates like a state in some ways 
but is different in others. To illustrate why, let us consider the apparent similarity of 
the EU’s executive branch of government (the Commission) with that of, for instance, 
the United States. It soon becomes obvious that the presidents of the European 





between the European Parliament and that of Canada. On close examination, their 
functions and roles in governance are highly contrasting.2  
In order to analyse the EU polity’s situation, origins and desirable future, I use the term 
‘suprastatism’ rather than the more common ‘supranationalism’3. The reason is that 
the EU is not a state containing several national groups or ‘nations’ (such as Sweden, 
Latvia or Canada), but rather a polity joining a considerable number of states. My claim 
is that what has been called ‘nationalism’ is often, in reality, ‘statism’: the promotion 
of one state above some or all others. True, once unmasked in this way, statism sounds 
much less appealing. This distinction between nationalism and statism sheds light on 
why the EU should not aim at becoming a state, or even less ‘a nation’: it already is a 
plurinational stateless polity. 
Statism led to European confrontation over the two World Wars. The concept of nation 
may have been used as a pretext, but wars were waged between states composed of 
several national groups. From the outset of the European integration project, 
Schuman, Monnet and the other founders, devised instruments to keep statism in 
check. Thus, the first brick in the structure of integration was a ‘supranational’ (i.e. 
suprastatal) authority to resolve potential disputes between France and Germany 
arising from the joint production of coal and steel. Soon Luxembourg, Italy, 
Netherlands, and Belgium joined the project.  
Weiler (1998:27) considers the idea of Europe becoming a state (or a superstate) an 
irony since, from its beginnings, the European project (at the ‘communities’ stage) was 
aimed at keeping statism in check. Habermas (2001b) has in mind a federation when 
he reflects on the desirable political form for the EU. He describes it as ‘a community 
of nation-states that itself assumes some qualities of a state’. However, ‘federation’ can 
mean either the union of several provinces or states, or the act of federating—to unite 
or cause to unite in a federal union. There are degrees of federation, yet not all of them 
imply the creation of a state or a superstate. Confederacies contain, in fact, a level of 
federation. Europe can federate without becoming a state in the process.  
The EU is not a confederation of sovereign, autonomous states, nor is it a federal state 
with a strong central government. From an analogical hermeneutics perspective, the 
union’s regime has the political form of a federal state as the main referent of the 
analogy, though it tends towards a confederate arrangement without arriving at it. 
Viewed in this light, aspects of EU governance such as the ‘piecemeal’, consensus-
seeking, and the consequently slow approach to restructuring, introducing reform and 
making decisions, which makes so many observers despair, needs revisiting. Mixed 
 
2 For this reason, the identity necessary for its cohesion does not need to be strong but analogical too (Jiménez 
Lobeira 2010a). Europeans do not have to opt for either their national region or country, and Europe: they can 
have both (Jiménez Lobeira 2014a).  
3 The notion of stateless suprastatism originates in Schuman and Monnet (Burgess 2011) and is developed by 
Joseph Weiler (1999) and Rainer Bauböck (2007), although they use the term ‘supranationalism’. Weiler’s 
description of the community method and his principle of constitutional tolerance are invaluable in 
understanding suprastatism. I explain this idea at greater length in Jiménez Lobeira (2015:22-23), distinguishing 
between state and nation, and pointing out that the political entities which conform the EU are not ‘nations’ but 
rather states. It is telling that they are referred to not as ‘member nations’ but as ‘member states’. The reason is 
that states and nations do not always coincide: different national groups may live in one state (e.g. Latvia, Spain 
or Finland) and a nation may spread among several states (e.g. Catalans in France, Andorra and Spain). Besides, 
nations may have cultural expressions and history but not necessarily a legal and political form (‘regime’) as do 
states. 
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arrangements, consensus-based decisions and hybrid solutions befit this stateless 
polity.4  
Considering that 'tensions in defining national identities are an ever-present 
phenomenon because the immanent feature of every identity is its fluidity, understood 
as the constant need to (re)define itself' (Ładykowski 2018:105), European identity 
should be regarded as analogical, and therefore capable of embracing elements from 
different perspectives and assuming them in a more comprehensive view. There is 
space for the more plausible elements in every perspective to be contained in a 
synthetic concept of European identity as analogical (Jiménez Lobeira 2010b). If 
European identity is going to work as a link to keep the European polity together, it 
needs some substance, some definition and its distinction from ‘national’—member-
state—identity.  
Analogical Culture 
The content for such a European identity, understood as the ‘political culture of human 
rights’,5  is to be found in the ‘EU values’ of human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and human rights (European Commission 2020) that are 
notionally shared by Europeans in all member states. This shared political culture can 
provide a common frame of reference, a medium for communication, for the discussion 
of matters of public interest between citizens possessing contrasting cultural 
backgrounds. This ‘analogical culture’ 6  is not as strong as member-state national 
cultures and commands only a limited appeal—one of assent.  
This analogical culture implies human rights, democracy and the rule of law but does 
not necessarily equate to the growing body of EU positive law and charters. Rather, it 
encapsulates the foundational motivations at the heart of European integration. It may 
not be as well-known and accepted in other parts of the world, but by and large it 
already forms part of what Europe is today. It is implicit in the values that potential 
joining states must eventually adopt to show their real will to be part of the EU (Petrov 
2018:59-60). However, this analogical culture cannot take the place of national 
cultures, which provide an existential background to member states’ political 
identities. It should be viewed not as a competing, strong national culture, but as a 
weaker version, definable enough to constitute a European axiological common 
ground, yet vague enough to allow for differing nuances across member states. 
However, even if weaker than national political culture those ‘EU values’ need to take 
the form of a living political culture that can be called genuinely European and help 
foster the polity’s unity. To this end, a simple assent is not enough: these values need 
to be more than a concept in order to appeal to citizens. And shared concept becomes 
an appealing idea when it is discussed, shaped and appropriated by citizens in the 
public sphere. The analysis of how this appropriation can take place requires us now 
 
4 Ferrera & Giuliani (2008) have proposed ‘governance’ as a key element to understand the working of the EU 
while leaving aside the ontological (‘What is it?’) and teleological (‘Where is it going?’). The authors’ pragmatic 
approach is useful, however here we cannot overlook the ‘ontological’ and ‘teleological’ aspects, since they affect 
the legitimacy for the European polity. 
5 As I have called in Jiménez Lobeira 2015:16-19  
6 Which contains the inspirations and 'the spirit' that motivated the creation of such great projects as the Council 
of Europe, the European Court of Human Rights and the European Communities, is highly relevant, as it 
illustrates how such analogical culture has already inspired the creation and working of highly significant 





to change our viewpoint from the EU as a regime or polity to the EU as a community 
of citizens.  
The European Koinônia Politikê 
The process of EU integration has created a perception within the community of 
citizens that they have progressively less power to influence decision-making both at 
the national and the European level (Schmidt 2015:219-223). The fact that a significant 
portion of the immigrants coming to Europe possesses a different—often strongly 
religious—background (Pew Research 2017)7, at times exaggerated by the media, has 
magnified this perception, resulting in an increasingly stressed public sphere and a 
more divided society. This tension increases when religion and secularism adopt more 
extreme forms, as in the case of Samuel Paty.8 The European public sphere is the place 
where generic values that have an in principle assent from European citizens can take 
concrete form and turn into living convictions shared by the political community. 
However, for this shared political culture to be formed, the cultural backgrounds of the 
participants must be acknowledged, respected and appreciated.  
Public Sphere Secularity 
The public sphere is not limited to the announcement of initiatives that affect the 
political community. It enables the free expression and discussion of ideas – even 
controversial ones. Among others, Longo (2019) has pointed out the importance of a 
public sphere that bridges the gap between the national and European realms to 
strengthen European political identity. He sees in the European Citizens Initiative 
(ECI) a concrete way to achieving it. One interesting example of ECI is ‘Voters Without 
Borders—full political rights for EU citizens’, seeking to gain the ability for EU citizens 
to vote in their country of residence instead of their country of origin. Organisers claim 
that by 2020, over 17 million EU citizens live or work in a member state different from 
their country of origin (Voters Without Borders 2020).  
Secularity, or the creation of an open frame for discussion of different worldviews,9 is 
an essential feature of the public sphere. Secularism, by contrast, is only one among 
several worldviews—including religious ones—deserving the respect that all of them 
deserve. None of those worldviews should monopolise the European public sphere. A 
secular public sphere is an ideal stage for political discussion and for the building of 
social cohesion and civic identity. When a worldview is allowed to dominate the public 
sphere, citizens and residents holding different worldviews tend to feel alienated and 
find it more difficult to integrate.  
 
7 According to this study, the Muslim population in Europe is expected to grow, under a medium migration 
scenario, from 19.5 million (or 3.8% of the total population) in 2010 to 57.9 million (11.2%) in 2050. The EU 
member state with the highest Muslim population is France (which provides a good context for the Paty case), 
followed closely by Germany and Italy.  
8 A French middle school teacher beheaded on 16 October 2020 by an immigrant claiming to defend respect for 
the Muslim religion (Savarit-Lebrère 2020). Public discussion pitting secularism in the form of French laïcité 
against Islam ensued for months.  
9 In a previous analysis on the public sphere (Jiménez Lobeira 2014a:389-393), I have merged Casanova’s 
‘secularism as statecraft’, Taylor’s ‘open immanent frame’ and Habermas’s secular stage, in the notion of 
‘secularity’. Further, I have synthesised in ‘secularism’ what for Casanova is ‘secularism as ideology’, for Taylor the 
‘closed immanent frame’ and for Habermas ‘secularism as ideology’. The distinction between secularity and 
secularism is crucial, since the former denominates a neutral—or at least open—frame for discussion of different 
worldviews, religious or not, whereas the latter is a non-religious worldview (French laïcité might sometimes fall 
in this category; see Casanova 2014, and for a recent example, Deutsche Welle 2020). 
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Habermas (2010), who has engaged in serious reflection on the revival of religion in a 
post-secular age, advocates such a secular public sphere (Bohman & Rehg 2017). Given 
that Europe stands for some non-negotiable political values such as democracy, the 
rule of law and human rights, all with a clear cultural and historical background, the 
secularity of its public sphere cannot mean ‘pure’ neutrality devoid of any cultural 
traits. It can, however, aspire to be an open frame, which, even if imperfectly, 
accommodates the varied worldviews that members of the complex European political 
community hold.  
Yet, even if the goal of secularity were met, the exchange of ideas in the public sphere 
would require that European citizens achieved a set of common attitudes through their 
day-to-day interaction. This exercise, which I term relational interculturalism, would 
generate integration and social cohesion.  
Relational Interculturalism 
Relational interculturalism sits between monoculturalism—the unqualified cultural 
assimilation of immigrants—and the kind of multiculturalism that tends to create 
parallel societies living in one polity. It proposes a way of interaction appreciative of 
different cultural backgrounds without renouncing to also spell out and appreciate the 
culture of the receiving population.  
The notion of relational interculturalism is closely related to that of citizenship. The 
idea that the EU is a sui generis polity, or that its citizens are not a demos but a group 
of demoi is not new (Nicolaïdis 2004).10 Since the EU is a ‘mixed-commonwealth’11 but 
not a state, understanding of its particular kind of citizenship becomes clearer with the 
aid of analogical hermeneutics. This tool enables us to envisage a polity resembling a 
federal state yet different in that EU citizenship hinges on the member state without 
either opposing or simply replicating it. In other words, being an EU citizen is not 
equivalent to, yet not entirely different from being an Austrian citizen: it is similar and 
compatible to a certain degree (Jiménez Lobeira 2012).  
Any human organisation will have at its core certain values grounded in cultural 
underpinnings. Even those regimes that consider themselves ‘value-free’ possess a 
certain political culture with implied values and moral assumptions in their inner 
structure.12 A polity must reflect on and spell out these core values, and determine how 
much it is prepared to modify them when new members join the political community. 
This discussion affects the political culture of the polity as a whole as well as the 
interaction between its citizens, especially when they have contrasting—and potentially 
conflicting—cultural backgrounds. Cultural backgrounds are crucial because culture is 
essential to identity. An example is the ongoing discussion about the compatibility of 
Sharia Law within the European legal framework (Kalampakou 2019). A neutral, or at 
least agnostic, open European public sphere, acknowledges the value that religion has 
for a significant number of current or future citizens and sets an accommodating 
climate for interaction between them. This interaction would include not only 
transactional matters but also an appreciation of worldviews held dear by them.13 
 
10 See also: Jiménez Lobeira (2010b; 2012). 
11 Another term to designate the EU’s hybrid regime, first coined by Neil McCormack (Jiménez Lobeira 2015:21). 
12 For a development of this idea see: Jiménez Lobeira (2011a). 





In Europe, the substantive underlying culture that has produced and maintained its 
democracies springs from the Enlightenment, rooted in turn in ‘Jerusalem, Athens and 
Rome’ (Ratzinger 2019). This culture has found political expression in parties across 
Europe grouped under the Social Democracy and the Christian Democracy banners 
(Jiménez Lobeira 2014b). Having an underlying culture for the polity does not mean 
that it has to limit itself to that culture only, excluding other traditions. The challenge 
is to bring citizens of diverse cultural backgrounds to see themselves as part of the same 
polity (Longo 2019), including immigrant as well as host cultures. Relational 
interculturalism highlights the recognition of differences as the first step towards 
meaningful interaction in any civic community.14 Cultural exchange between people of 
different backgrounds is already complicated within an individual country. It becomes 
even more so in a stateless polity gathering several member states.  
Relational exchange begins from the acknowledgement that 'the other' is neither 
‘another me’ nor someone completely alien, a ‘totally other’. Their difference is real, for 
sure, but not incommensurable. The concept of relational interculturalism combines 
Donati’s relational sociology (Donati 2010) with Beuchot’s analogical hermeneutics 
(Beuchot 2005a, 2005b). The 'another me' scenario mentioned above could describe 
the univocal idea of monoculturalism. The 'totally other' case would represent the 
opposite extreme, the equivocality or incommunicability of multiculturalism. 
Following previous analyses of paradigms for social cohesion (Jiménez Lobeira 
2014b:105-108) and the nature of analogical hermeneutics (Beuchot 2005a:13-27, 
2005b:77-88; Jiménez Lobeira 2015:6-11), relational interculturalism would sit 
between mono- and multiculturalism as an analogical position, where there is some 
similarity even in the midst of difference. The beheading of Samuel Paty in France in 
the name of Muslim values, the national discussion about this event (Macron 2020a, 
2020b) and its international repercussions (Rettman 2020) illustrate the need for 
different approaches to the interaction of members of the political community to the 
approaches tried so far. 
That Old Little Subcontinent... 
Europe no doubt faces trying times. Immigration, COVID19 and its derived economic 
crisis; populism in member states and in the EU’s main ally—the US; Brexit and the 
upcoming political transition in Europe’s de facto leading country—Germany (Politico 
2020b). These are all current significant challenges. 
Brexit will bring important changes which the EU can, however, handle: the EU’s 
population of 446 million is over 6 times the size of the UK’s, with clear consequences 
in terms of economic importance and legal influence as explained by Gstöhl and 
Phinnemore (2020). The UK was one of the three most prominent EU member states.15 
Now it will have to line up and share in the challenge that all EU neighbours interested 
in a privileged partnership face: ‘they need to find an acceptable balance in the 
fundamental trade-off between the benefits resulting from broad participation in the 
internal market and the lack of real participation in EU decision-making’ (Gstöhl & 
Phinnemore 2020).  
 
14 See a more comprehensive explanation in Jiménez Lobeira (2015:28-30). 
15 Though not a founding member state and always a ‘reluctant European’ (Peet 2015).  
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The value of the European project and its uniqueness become evident when we contrast 
Europe today with its chaos, resentment and poverty after WWII, and with the 
underwhelming outcomes of regional integration in other parts of the world. An 
illustration of its achievements is the transformative effect that enlargement has had 
in the societies of new member states. Enlargement has ‘managed to trigger the 
expansion of the democratic ideal across the European continent’ (Pérez-Solórzano 
Borragán 2015:239) even if with nuanced success.  
There are signs that support for the European project may be growing, 
notwithstanding—or even thanks to—the rise of populist Euroscepticism in countries 
as crucial as Germany. As Turnbull-Dugarte (2020) has shown, the rise of Alternative 
für Deutschland has led the silent majority to double down on their European 
positions. In his view, ‘the arrival of a threat to the pro-European consensus has served 
as something of a wake-up call for the previously complacent and permissive 
Eurocentrists who have now become Europhile and willing to “rally around” the EU.’ 
If Turnbull-Dugarte (2020) is right, his finding could have implications beyond 
Germany: with ‘the rise of a threat to EU membership’ driving ‘voters to be more 
supportive of EU integration and parties react along the same Europhile direction of 
travel.’ Something similar might be happening in Poland, where the belligerent 
language of its government notwithstanding, support for Europe among the 
population not only has not decreased but is today higher than it was when the country 
joined the EU (Varga 2020).  
Against the current background, this article has suggested that the European ideal is 
still both desirable and possible. Unity at the polity, regime level can be pursued 
through the notions of the analogical state—a suprastatal polity—and analogical 
culture—the sources that inspired today’s EU Values. At the community, citizenry level, 
unity can be fostered through the enablement of public sphere secularity and relational 
interculturalism. These concepts envisage the EU in a more flexible manner, in favour 
of policies enabling further European integration.  
At least five avenues to further research emerge from this piece. First, the idea of 
analogical unity implied in the concept of suprastatism calls for development.16 Since 
even advocates of a ‘postnational EU’ such as Habermas (2001a:98-103) 17  still 
envisage it as a state, analogical unity and suprastatism must be expanded 
theoretically and tested empirically so that they can be alternatives to the vision of 
turning the EU into a state.18 Second, the relationship between political and economic 
unity and policy; concretely the consequences of a mixed-commonwealth regime for 
the economic architecture of the EU.19 Third, the comparison of integration between 
 
16 I have taken as possible illustrations of this kind of unity Weiler’s descriptions of the original ‘community 
system’, suprastatism (which, as indicated above, he calls ‘supranationalism’) and his ‘principle of constitutional 
tolerance’ (summarised in Jiménez Lobeira 2014b and treated in detail in Weiler 1991:2410-2422 and 2005:184-
190).  
17 See also Jiménez Lobeira (2010b:34-36).  
18 Related to suprastatism is the expression of belonging to it revealed in EU citizenship and supported in the 
notion of analogical political identity (Jiménez Lobeira 2010b:31). One way of explaining this concept further is 
through what Beuchot (2004) calls the symbol in Analogical Hermeneutics. Another could be through the concept 
of citizenship as advanced by Linda Bosniak (2000, 2008, 2010 and 2011).  
19 I.e., The idea of how flexible and at the same time workable economic arrangements for the EU (Jiménez 
Lobeira 2014b) could work requires more elaboration. Similar deepening demand issues such as the 'fiscal union', 
agricultural subsidy arrangements, the role of the European Central Bank in the supervision of financial 
institutions, the setting of interest rates, and the discretionary use of monetary policy to fight unemployment, 
recession and panic attacks among investors. This area of discussion is now open as the economic effects of 





Europe and other regions of the world, with the parameters I have used for political 
unity, political identity, political culture, and so on.20 Fourth, the main concepts of 
relational interculturalism need translation into concrete hypotheses for specific 
situations, tested empirically and, with that information, revisited theoretically too.21 
Fifth, the exploration of religious elements incorporated in the Enlightenment’s 
cultural background as a potential source of strategies for the integration of migrants 
with strong religious backgrounds. Could past experiences of interactions with 
Judaism and Christianity shed light in the search for more successful approaches to 
the encounter of European democracies with Islam today? 
The future of Europe is by no means secured. Nevertheless, there can be a future—and 
a very desirable one—if Europeans continue to work towards it. Under certain 
conditions the EU could still expand beyond its present borders, to embrace even more 
member states (Wallace 2000) and foster in them prosperity, democracy and human 
rights, enhanced economic cooperation, research and educational exchange and 
intercultural enrichment. A united Europe can aspire to matter in the changing 
landscape of a globalised world as a normative power, a reliable trading partner and a 
promoter of multilateralism and international law.  
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